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Thiruvananthapuram: Travelling to Kerala is a bit like being back in mother-in-law 


country. The dear lady passed on three years ago and Delhi deracinates anyone, in any 
case, a situation worse confounded by the fact that I’m a north Indian daughter-in-law 
— but some things remain, like memories of Amma’s food and snatches of Malayalam 
that have lodged themselves in my subconscious and refuse to be obliterated. 


So even though I’m all double-masked up when I land in Thiruvananthapuram, I 
know I’m watching the unfolding street scenes with the bemused interest of a 
foreigner — the beautifully paved roads, the spotlessly maintained Museum gardens, 
the Raj-era architecture of the Chief Minister’s Secretariat, the fact that the men wrap 
up their ‘mundus and tuck up the bottom end into the waist band exposing thigh and 
leg presumably because of the heat, which doesn’t seem to bother the women because 
there’s certainly no exposure there. 
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Make no mistake, if you're not Malayali, you're a foreigner — especially if you come 
from anywhere north of the Vindhyas. The Malayalis, themselves, are kind enough to 
understand that — they've been dealing with foreigners for centuries and absorbing 
them all in, right from the time of St Thomas the Apostle who showed up in 52 AD, 
even before Christianity is believed to have travelled to Europe — so they are patient 
with your clichéd exclamations (‘God’s Own Country’), your inadequate understanding 
of Church politics (there’s the Orthodox Christians, the Jacobites, the Latin Catholics 
and the Roman Catholics) and why Politburo members of the ruling CPI(M) don’t want 
to stand for elections (because they want to control the Party, which controls the 
people, although there’s no point in confusing this Communism with Malayali 
characteristics with any other slogan from abroad, including the infamous 
“dictatorship of the proletariat”). 


Meanwhile, words from a language long forgotten are turning over in your brain. Madi. 
Enough. Venda. Don’t want. Enda peray? What is your name? Arka vote chaiyyam? Who 
are you voting for? 


The hotel you're staying in is like every other three-four star hotel anywhere in the 
country — everything is Made in China, from the furniture to the toilet fittings as well 
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as the thick pile of carpet, although why hotels in such warm climes don’t keep their 
traditional chik curtains and red oxide floor is a discussion for another day — which 
means that their food tastes like blotting paper. The idlis are dry, the sambhar is thick, 
the watermelon juice has been artificially sweetened. 


Venda. 


Also read: Churches, chicken roll and a 5-hour journey between generations in Kerala 


Hindi-speaking men in videsh 


Better to get out and check out Thiruvananthapuram’s ‘hotels. They are called hotels, 
but they are actually small restaurants on the street, with a couple of tables where you 
can gratefully dump your bag, sit down and just eat. The first night in TVM I stopped at 
the Akash hotel opposite the NDA media centre because I thought I heard a few words 
of Hindi — I doubled back. The cook, making a dosha (as versus a dosa in Tamil Nadu), 
seemed regular enough in his white chef cap on an open tava, but I loitered around. 
And struck gold. 
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Sure enough, the male waiters and the chef were speaking in Hindi with one other. Do 
dosa banao. Ek chicken roast. Ek meen curry. Stuff like that. Of course I had to go in 
and order. The guy at the counter was a full-blown Malayali — which means he didn’t 
understand any Hindi and very little English, so he helpfully shook his head from left 
to right, smiling all the while and saying, “aanh”. Then a waiter crept up and repeated 
an order in Malayalam. But he was one of them who I had just heard speaking Hindi. 
What was going on? Yeh kya ho raha hai videsh main? 


Aap Hindi bol rahen hain, I said to the man. It was more an accusation than a 
question. 


Of course, he said. “Main Jharkhand se hoon (I am from Jharkhand)’. 
Advertisement 


Before my eyes could pop out further, he was telling me his story. Hum paanch hain 
Jharkhand se. Giridih se. Das saal ho gaye idhar. Gaon jaate hain saal main ek baat. 
Lockdown jab hua, uske pehle hi bhag gaye. Phir phone aaya yahan ke maalik ka, ki aa 
jao (We are five people here, from Giridih in Jharkhand. Have been working here for 10 
years. We heard the lockdown was coming so we escaped and ran home. Some weeks 
ago, the owner called and said come back). 


For the princely sum of Rs 184, I bought a quarter chicken roast — it was to die for — 
and one Malabar parotta and an appam. A feast for anyone — north or south of the 
Vindhyas. 


Also read: Amma's memories, sour dosa & wishes for my paati’— a reporter's day in 
western Tamil Nadu 


‘Beef-eating Hindus’ 


The following day, both morning and afternoon were eaten up meeting people. Then it 
was was 4 pm and now I was hungry again. My driver, Aman, said he knew of a “hotel” 
near where he lived. 


Food Box is run by Atul and his mother, Omana amma. Atul returned from Dubai and 
Qatar and other Gulf cities, where he worked at the W hotels, because of problems at 
home and decided to turn this space into a ‘hotel’. Remember this corner joint in 
Ambalamukku as long as your taste buds are alive. 


There was chicken roast and beef curry and aviyal and rice (matta or red rice, of course) 
and parippu (a yellow dal curry with coconut) and sambhar. To wash down with warm 
water and mor (buttermilk with ginger and curry leaves). 


Memories of Amma, my mother-in-law feeding us breakfast and dinner, day after day 
after day — looking after our material needs while me and my husband, journalists, 
tried to change the country — flooded over me. Amma had spoilt us all with her 
amazing ability to chop up the beans until you couldn’t make them finer, with 
seasoning everything with a spoonful of coconut oil, hoarding her imported-from- 
Kerala spices with greater passion than anything else. 


How come you're Hindu and serving beef, I asked Atul. He was surprised with the 
question. All Hindus eat beef in Kerala, he said. 


We eat everything here. Fish and beef and chicken and mutton and pork. No problem. 


Atul and his mother Omana run Food Box ‘hotel’ in Thiruvananthapuram, and serve beef curry & chicken roast | Jyoti 
Malhotra | ThePrint 


Omana amma smiled in the corner. This was going to turn out to be another lesson in 
how Kerala absorbed so many foreign influences, without turning away anyone. I 
decided to escape with a full stomach. 


I wondered, though, what the BJP trying to gain a toehold in the “shifting sands of 
Kerala politics” — a phrase I have hijacked from my Kerala guide and philosopher, 
Gouri Dasan Nair — makes of beef-eating Hindus. Presumably this is much worse than 
beef-eating Christians in the Northeast, where the BJP quickly dropped its insistence 
on beef purity when it wanted to fight the elections — it won Meghalaya, where it now 
tuns a coalition government. But the people doing the beef-eating in Kerala are Hindu, 
supposed to be inside the fold, so what happens now? 


For now, as the state goes to the polls on 6 April, the BJP is limiting itself to talking 
about Sabarimala and why menstruating women should be banned from entering it — 
there’s no discussion yet about the food habits of Hindus here. Venturing across the 
gastronomic Jakshman rekha could be dangerous for a party even with such ambition. 


For the time being, madi. It’s a word that Amma used often and which emerged after I 
had polished off my thali at Food Box. Enough. 


Also read: Observing big changes, digging in to the best cuisine & humming Kishore on 
Assam poll trail 
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